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e educators ate
directly responsible’
for erucial, life-
saving work. Today,
d student who =
graduates from school with a mastery
of essential skills and knowledge has
a good chaice of siiccessfully com-
penng in the global marketplace, with
numeTaus opportunities to tead a
rewardiog aduli life. In srark contrast,

students whe o8 in selvaod ore

A grester

risk of poverty, welfate dependency,
incarceration, and early death. With
such high stakes, educaiors today are
like tightrope walkers without a salety
net, responsible for meeting the needs of
every student, with little room lor error.
Forhmat:ély, compelhng evidence shows

" that Resp fisé to Intervention (RTI) is

our best hope for giving every student

‘the additional time and support needec

to léamn 4t high levels (Burns, Appleton,
& Stehouwer, 2003).

RTT's underlying premise is that
schools should not wait unnl students
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the help they need. Instead, schuols

s!muid provide Lmbuc d and stemalic

lﬂul\CﬂUOHQ EO (i” H!.LELIU'I[‘% A‘w SO db

ihL) Jemonstrate the need. From one
room schoothouses on the frozen tuncha
ol Alaska to large wrban secondary
schools, hundreds of schools across the
United States are validating the potential
of these proven practices

in light of this fact, why are so many
schools and districts straggling to reap
the benefits of RT1? Some schools mis-
takenly view RTLas mervely i nes wan
to qualily stadents tor special vducation
facusing their elforts on tryng @ jes
token regular educarion interventions



belore relerring struggling students for
traclitional special education testing and
placement, Others are implementing
RTT from a compliance perspective,
doing just enough 1o meet tnandates
and stay legal. For still others, their RTI
efforts are driven by a desire 1o raise test
scores, which too often leads o prac-
tices that are counterproductive to the
guiding principles of RTI. Far too many
schools find the cultural beliefs and
essential practices of RTI such a radical
departure from how schools have binc-
tioned for the past century thas they are
uncomiortable and wwilling to commit
to the level of change necessary to

suceeed. Finally, some schools refi_lst_é to :
take responsthility for student leartiing;
instead opting to blame kids, parents;
lack of funding, or society in general for
students’ failures, o

Although the specific obstacles vary;
the underlying cause of the problem s’
the same: Too many schools haye fail
to develop the correct thinking abor
Response to Intervention, This has le
them to implement some of the right
practices for the wrong reasons. -+ -

many schools arid
 the wrong ques loti

teachers are teaching all required stare
standards before the high stakes state
lests. Usually, these guides determine

The Wrong Questions
The questions an organization tries to
answer guide and shape that organiza-
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exactly how many days
each'teacher has to teach

¢ the material before the
state assessments, but it
makes no sense if the goal
is to have all students Tearn
essential standards. This
in itself is problematic
because, as Marzano (2001)
notes, “The sheer number
of standards is the biggest
impediment to imple-
menting standards” (p. 15).

Agsigning arbitrary, pre-
determined amounts of

tirme to specific learning
outcoies puaraniees that
students who need addi-
tional time to learn will”
“bele leftin the wake as the
E teacher races 5 1o cover the

pnmanly on the “bubble
kids” who are slightly
below proficient. Admin-
istrators who adopt this
policy conclude that if these students
can improve, the school’s test scores
will likely make a substantial short-term
jump. Consequently, the students far
below basic often receive less help. This
is deemed acceptable, as the primary
goal of the school is to make adequate
yearly progress, and the lowest learners
are so far behind that providing them
intensive resources will likely not bring
about immediate gains in the school’s
state assesstnent rankings.

How do we “implement” RTI?
Frequently, we have worked with
schools that view RT1 as a mandated
program that they must “implement.”

Consequently, they create an abundance
of implementation checklists and time
lines. Like obedient soldiers, site edu-
cators take their RTI marching orders
and begin: to complete the items on
their RTT to-do list, such as adminis-
tering a universal screening assessment,
regrouping students in tiered groups, or
creating a tutorial period.

Such an approach is fraught with
pitfalls. First, it tends to reduce RT1 to
single actions to accomplish, instead of
ongoing processes to improve teaching
and learning. In addition, this approach
fails to understand that what we ask
educators to “do” in RT1 are not ends
in themselves, but means to an end. In
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other words, a school's goal
should not be to admin-

‘ mversal screening

Ent in readmg but
16 ensure that all students
are'able to read proficienty.
o'achieve this goal, it
would be essential {6 start
by measuring each student’s
current reading level, thus
providing vital information
to identily at-risk students
and differentiate initial
instruction.

How do we stay legal?
the reauthorization of the
Inﬁfﬁaﬁmwabﬂmes
Edication Imgrovement -
Act (IDEI&) in 2004,
%
* many schools view its
implementation from the
perspective of legal com-
pliance. This concern is
understandable s special

st htlgate_ elerient of
public education, and the
potential costs of being out
of compliance or losing a
fair hearing can cripple a
district. '
Unfortunately, a large number of
schools and districts are making RTI
unreasonably burdensome. We find
many districts creating unnecessarily
complicated, laborious decumentation -
processes for every level of student
intervention, in fear that the data may
be needed someday if a specific student
requires special education services.
Teachers tell us that they often decide
against recommending students for
interventions “hecause it’s not worth
the paperwork.” Other teachers com-
plain that they “hate” RTI because they
spend more rime filling out forms than
working with at-risk students. We have
also worked with districts that refuse to




The @'&‘*Eﬂiﬁ& for E
Kfﬁf&aﬁf’ggmﬁ Tnst

begin implementing RTI until there is

a greater depth of legal interpretation
and case precedent; all the while, their
traditional special education services are
achieving woefully insufficient results in
student learning,

If there is one thirig that traditional
special education has taught us, it's that
staying comptiant does not necessarily
lead to improved stident learning—in
fact, the opposite is more often the case.
Since the creation of special education
in 1975, we have spent billions of
dollars and millions of hours on special
education—making sure we meet
tiree Hnes, fill out the correct forms,
check the correct boxes, and secure the
proper signatures. A vast majorily of
schools are compliant, but are students
learning?

Consider these facts:

In the United States, the special

earning looks like this:

ruction + Time = %&;@'yﬁiﬂg; |

educanon redes1gnat10n rate (the Tate
at which students have exited special
education and returned to general
education) is only 4 percent (U.S.
Department of Education, 1996).

& According to the U.S. Department
of Education, the graduation rate of stu-
dents with special needs is 57 percent
{National Center on Secondary Edu-
cation and Transition [NCSET], 2006),

m It is estimated that up to 50 percent
of the U.S. prison population were iden-
tified as students with special negds in.
school (NCSET, 2006). +5- &

What’s wrong with
this kid?
At most schooIs _when

ﬁr'st-sjrs‘tematl response
is to refer the student for
special education testing.
Traditionally, schools
have beﬁeved that "failure

education program.

mesnt the stu ent must,

'Ehereforg havea d
abli}h’z” (Prasse 2009) "

cation testmg assess the

etlectiveness and d quality

: oﬁﬁé“fé"ﬁf?"f”ﬁﬁﬁthat the

" student has received. -
RTTis built oni a polar

opposite approach: When
a student struggles, we dssume thdf we f%f

ammm@

as 4 result, we turn our attention to .
fmdmg better v ways to frieet: the student s
specific: 1earn1ng needs: Unless schools
are able to move beyorid this flawed - -
question, it is unlikely that they will
ever see RTI as anything more than a
new way to identify students for special
edwucation.

The Right Questions

Schools cannot succeed by doing the
right things for the wrong reasons. So
what are the right questions that should
lead our work?

What is the fundamental purpose

@f Egof otir school?

There is little evidence to suggest that  Our schools were not built so educators

greater levels of legal compliance lead
to greater levels of learning, If schools
or districts would like to stay legal, they
should start by focusing on student
learning; parents rarely file for a fair
hearing because their child is learning
too much.

would have a place to work each day,
nor do they exist so that our government
officials have locations to administer
high-stakes standardized tests each
spring, If we peel away the various layers
of local, state, and federal mandates, the,

core mission of every | school should be
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the atiswer Woulcl be, “1 ;ust walt my
child to score proficient on state assess-
ments,” or “I want my child to master
standard 2.2.3 this year.” Learning
specific academic standards and passing
siale tesis are meaningless f the stdefit

does Tot become an intelligent, respon-

Sl%ﬂho possesses the knowledge
quality of character to five a happy,

rewardmg adule life.

e

What knowledge and skills will our
children need to be successful adults?
Gone are the days wheri the only skills
a child needed to become a successful
adult were a desite to work and some
“elbow grease.” Today’s economy is
driven by technology, innovation, and
service. Because technology and human
knowledge are changing at faster and
faster rates, the top 10 in-demand

AL 16a5tIoUr
_40—not jobs oF employers but careers.

,Alvm Toffler has been said to have sug-

gested that, because of this acceleration
of human knowledge, the definition

of illiferate in the 21st century will not
be “Can a person read and write?” but
rather “Can. a person learn grgkgam
and relearn?® -

How do we prepare students for jobs
that don’t exist? How do we teach our
students knowledge that we’ve not yet
discovered? Teaching them compre-
hension and computation skills wilt
not be enough—they need to be able to
analyze, synthesize, evaluate, compare
and contrast, and manipulate and apply
information. We will erode our chil-
dren’s and world’s future by limiting
our vision to teaching only the skills
and knowledge presented in our state
assessITents.
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What must we do
to make learning
a reahly for every

n effective teaching
nd learning and.con-
densed it into a simple
formula for learning, it
would look like this:

Targeted Instruction +
Time = Learning

Because learning
styles and instruc-
tional needs vary from.
student to student,
we tmust provide each

grv et 1S or
her individual learning
needs We also know

e e i PR T e

Transforming the Tiers

1f a school has asked the right ques-
tions, then how would this new way of
thinking affect a school’s RTI efforts?
Quite honestly, it would transform
every tier.

Tier 1

In Tier 1, the school would statt by
ensuring that every student has access
to rigorous, grade-level curriculum and
highly effective initial teaching. The
process of determining essental student
leammg outcomes Would shlft from

all students must master to be able to

succeed in the future.
“A collective response will be required




to ensure that all students learn, so
teacher teams would work collabora-
tively to define each essential standard;
deconstruct the standard into discrete

-Ieammg targets (determine what éach

student must bé able to know and do
to demonstrate proficiency); identify
the prior skills needed to master the
standard; consider how to assess stu-
dents on each target; and create a scope
and sequence for the learning targets .
that would govern their pacing, Schools
may continue to use such resources as
textbooks as primary Tier 1 resources,
but only by selecting those sections that
align to what the team of te hers has
determined to be essentlal for all st
dents to master.

it

Although we agree that schools
should implement scientificafly .
research-based resources; we alsg know
that not all students lea e way.

In addltlon because naotalk udents. e

learn at the same spee ;
flexible ttme mto our master schedu] - to

 We: Would plan

ready demonstrated

- mastery. To. achieve these collective -
- Tier 1 outcomes, we firmly helieve that

t

the only way for an organization to ™ 1

successfully implement RTI practices
is within the professional learning com-
munity (PLC) model (Buffam, Mattos, j

1 & Weber, 2009_)

Rarely does special education testing assess

the eﬁeemtﬁ"eme@e and quality of the teac hing

*é“’gmé“ t“:?tte ﬁmdemt E‘tz;e% eeeewee@i

The school Would understand that
differentiation for ifidividual stiderit
needs catmot be oprional at Tier 1.

el
Whether in an elementary math lesson
or a secondary social studies lesson,
teachers must scalfold content, process,

needg settmg g aside titme to meet wuh
s%ups of students to addfffi&?‘_ﬂs
in leammg

“The direct, explicit instruction model
contains the structares through which
differentiation can take place. This
thinking contradicts the approach taken
by many schools that have purchased
a research-based core instructional
program and dictated that this program
constitutes the only instructional
material that teachers can use. This
quest for fidelity sometimes becomes
so rigid that each teacher is required to
teach the same lesson, on the same day,
following the same script.

At Tler 2 Ehe school'would use ongomg
formatwe ive assessment to identify stu-
dgggs__ﬂ;;;_g_ﬁggwgggﬂdﬁdltlonal support, as
well as to target each student’s specific
learning needs. In addition, teachers
would create common assessments to

€O € resulls and determine which
1nstruct%g@%%We most and

least effective in Tier 1. Giving students
more of what didn’t work in Tier 1 is
rarely the right intervention!

Most Tier 2 interventions would
be delivered through small-group
mstructﬁ%sthat di
target a skill deficit. Research has
shown that small- -group instruction
can be highly effective in helping
students master essential learnings
(D’Agostino & Murphy, 2004 Vaughn,
Gersten, & Chard, 2000),

Intervention is most effective when
the interventions are timely, structured,

ectly

and not mandatory; focused on the
cause of a student’s struggles rather
than on a symptom (for example, a

- letter grade) adininistered by a trained
-~ professional; and-part of a system that -
* guarantees that these practices apply

no matter which teacher a student is
assigned to (Buffum, Mattos, & Weber,
2009). Finally, because the best inter-
vention is prevention, the effective RTT
school would use universal screening
data-to id‘entify studehts lackjng the pre-

s

and then provide targeted Tier 2 o1
Tier 3 support before dehvenng core
mSmetlon ort that standard.

[
Tier 3

At Tier 3, we would start by guar-
anteeing that all students in need of
Intensive support would receive this

-hmdttton to core instruction—not

in place ofit. If our goal is to ensure that
all students learn at high levels, then
replacmg cote instruction with rernedial
assistance not-only fails-to achieve this
outcome, But also tracks at-risk students
into beIow~grade-level cumculum
Becatise Tier 3 students often hive
multiple needs, intensive help must be
individualized, based on a problem-
solving approach. It is unlikely that a
single program will meet the needs of
a student in Tier 3, as many of these
students ave like knots, with multiple
difficulties that tangle together to form
& lump of failure. Because of this, a ™
school focused on meeting the needs of |
every student would develop a problem-
solving team, composed of a diverse
group of education experts who can
address the students’ social, emotional,
and learning needs. The purpose of this
team would not be to determtng what is
wrong with the);mtudent but to identify
thie Specific needs the student still
experiences after Tier 2 intervention,
quantify them, and determine how to i
meet them. e
Schools need to deliver Tier 3 inter-
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ventions with greater intensity than
T1er 2 interventions. They can do this
credsing both the duration and

(M _ard 2004 At Tier 3:ieis also
© important to quantlmdéﬁ"{ s

specific learni ning needs. It would not be
enough to say that a student’s problem
is “reading.” Instead, a school team
might find that a 2nd grade student is
reading grade-level passages at a rate
of 20 words read correctly (WRC) per
minute compared with the expectation
of 45 WRC for 2nd grade students at
that point in the school year.

If a school diligently applies these
practices, a vast majority of students
will never.need to be referred fot special
'educanon testmg When all students

targeted énd tzmely supplemental
.. -supt ort and personahzed intensive

may indeed have a 1earn1ng dlsablhty
In this case, special education identifi-
cation would be fair and appropriate.
Although the purpose of RTT is
not special education identification, a
school will identify far fewer students
for these services if they ask the right
questions and take preventative steps.

' Angela Maden' Laurln IVIosty.
and Susan Schultz avaitable at
viww.ascd.org/publications

/educational-leadership/oct10/

vol68/num02/Doing-RTi-Right

.aspx

intervention.

Schools that fail to do so will continue
to blame students for failing, which
will perpetuate the overidentification
of minority, English language learning,
and economically disadvantaged stu-
dents into special education.

Doing the Right Work

for the nght Reasons

The secret io capturmg the tight way

of thmkmg about RTT cories down to

answering this questlon Why are we

implétienting Response to Thtervention?
The answer lies ini why we joined this

professw 11 the first pla e—to help

or faﬂure of Ot student .._.ERTI should

not be a program. to raise student test
scores, but rather a process to realize
students’ hopes and dreams. It should
not be & way to meet state mandates,
but a means to serve humanity. Once
we understand the urgency of our work
and embrace this noble cause as our
fundamental purpose, how could we
possibly allow any student ta fail?
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